The comparison of Qoheleth and Gilgamesh begins with the so-called carpe diem advice of Siduri and Eccl 9:7-9. Additionally, the rhetoric of kingship evoked through Gilgamesh's narû ("stele") at the beginning of the epic parallels the royal voice of Qoheleth beginning in Eccl 1:12. Yet these similarities raise several historical issues. First, Siduri's speech is only found in an Old Babylonian fragment of the epic. The redaction of this advice was part of a process of adapting kingship motifs in the Standard Babylonian Epic. This process appears to bring Gilgamesh closer to Qoheleth, particularly in its reference to narû literature. But in reality the message of later versions of the Mesopotamian epic diverges from that of Ecclesiastes. Furthermore, Qoheleth's royal voice finds a closer parallel in Northwest Semitic memorial inscriptions. A careful reconsideration of these factors will show that the similarities and differences reflect how both works interact with kingship.
that of a vassal exiled and living under the yoke of the Babylonians), along with a historical analysis of different episodes in Ecclesiastes, and finally linguistic considerations (mainly lexical). One could also point to the influence of Friederich Delitsch's "Babel und Bibel," but Grimme's Jehoiachin hypothesis is remarkable in that it used a biblical king to tie together several important factors in dating Qoheleth; historical-critical approaches, comparative philology, and the analysis of biblical literature in the context of Mesopotamian culture. These factors today, aside from the comparative approach, play an important role in the dating of the book to the post-exilic period; either the Persian Period (C. Grimme's article is important to revisit, and hence serves as a prompt for this study, because the converging issues in the comparative study of Gilgamesh and Qoheleth are literary and historical. First, the parallel initially noted by Grimme only exists in an early version of the Akkadian epic.9 The later editions of the Gilgamesh epic omit Siduri's so-called carpe diem advice,10 which raises historical questions of why a Hebrew text from the Persian or Hellenistic Periods bears affinities with an Old Babylonian cuneiform fragment. Literarily, the Standard Babylonian versions of Gilgamesh (beginning with the 11-tablet Composite Epic) incorporated aspects of royal rhetoric that bear close comparison with Qoheleth, seen notably in the reference to Gilgamesh's narû in Tablet I. Moreover, this rhetoric was used to explore existential problems that are similar to the issues Qoheleth contemplates: life, memory, and immortality. But, again, this is despite the fact that the tavern keeper's speech was missing from the later editions of the Gilgamesh epic. The key to understanding these problems is kingship, as Grimme first recognized. But it is not a particular royal persona, or a specific historical figure as Grimme thought; instead the key is recognizing kingship as an ideological construct. Kingship is the trope that provides a common basis for both Gilgamesh and Qoheleth, and the exploration of this literary trope will provide historical insight not only into why the two compare, but also how they differ.
The Comparative Study of Gilgamesh and Qoheleth
Grimme's discovery followed shortly after Bruno Meisner's initial publication of the fragments containing the tavern keeper's carpe diem advice to Gilgamesh.11 9 Siduri's name does not occur in this tablet, although she is identified as the tavern keeper (sabitum); which is also translated "alewife," cf. George (n. 10 Go, eat your bread in delight, and drink your wine in the goodness of your heart because God has already accepted your deeds. At all moments let your clothes be white and the oil upon your head never lacking. See the life with your wife whom you love, all the days of your fleeting life that have been given to you under the sun-every one of your fleeting days because it is your portion in life and in your labor that you toil under the sun. The background of kingship that both Gilgamesh and Qoheleth drew upon was comprised of common ideals and kingly things, historically reflected in both literary sources and material remains.19 Kingship was an ideological construct historically situated in Mesopotamia and the Levant, and both works interacted with this construct in different ways. In fact this interaction played a role in the evolution of Gilgamesh's epic tradition.20 By examining the historical development of the Mesopotamian epic, it becomes possible to see why the carpe diem speech featured so prominently in Qoheleth at a time when it was no longer included in contemporary Gilgamesh traditions of the first millennium BCE.
Gilgamesh and Kingship
In the traditions of Gilgamesh, the transformation of the epic is reflected in a series of developments evident at the beginning and end of the Standard Babylonian version. critical element in the earliest version. The words extol the seeker to embrace life because mortality is intrinsic to humanity,28 thus sharing a wisdom that speaks to all. The 11-tablet Composite Epic changes this reflection on mortality by particularizing Gilgamesh's kingship.29 This is done through the narû reference, and is emphasized in the description of Uruk's wall.30 The idea here is that Gilgamesh's kingship sets him apart from the common lot of humanity. He has achieved a type of functional immortality that is bestowed upon him because of his accomplishments as King of Uruk.31 Set against this historical background, it is important to examine more closely the role and function of the narû references in Tablet I of the later epics. The narû is first described in the opening prologue, which begins with the incipit "He who saw the deep" (line 1),32 occurring in line 10.33
The mention of the narû is one of two references to writing in the opening prologue, the other being the lapis lazuli tablet placed within a cedar box (lines 24-28).34 These lines close out the first prologue, bracketing the description of Uruk and its environs (lines 11-23), and ending with a call to read aloud Separate from the epic traditions, this memory is most notably found in the Sumerian King List. Here Gilgamesh is also association with divinity, as his name is marked with the determinative for deity (DIĜIR). the tablet (line 28). The emphasis in the first prologue is Gilgamesh's wisdom and his accomplishments as king. These two aspects of Gilgamesh are interrelated, and are unified in his kingship. Furthermore, they are implied in the conceptual parallel of kalu mānaḫti in line 10 ("all [of his] labors") and kalu marṣāti in line 27 ("all the difficulties"),35 which describe the things recorded in the narû and the lapis lazuli tablet, respectively. The latter is in reference to Gilgamesh's grief over the death of Enkidu, and his arduous journey in the wake of this event; hence, the "difficulties" the epic hero experienced. This led to his wisdom, as Gilgamesh contemplates his new sense of immortality when he returns to Uruk in Tablet XI, prompted by the sight of the wall that he had built as part of his "labors," which are described in lines 11-23. The carefully edited prologue transforms Gilgamesh as king. He changes from a heroic warrior who learns to embrace life because eventually everyone dies, to a contemplative ruler whose achievements are unlike any other king.36 Indeed this is stated directly when the building projects of Uruk are summarized thusly in line 17. translates marṣāti "misfortune." The choice of "difficulties" here is intended to reflect the process of grief experienced by Gilgamesh, which underscored his journey (see also The second prologue ends with a summary statement that not only highlights Gilgamesh's kingship, but also references his narû through the allusive language of lines 45-46.39
man-nu <ša2> it-ti-šu iš-ša2-an-na-nu a-na LUGAL-ti u3 ki-i dĜEŠ-gim2-maš i-qab-bu-u2 a-na-ku-ma LUGAL
Who is there that can be compared with him in kingship and say "I, the king . . ." like Gilgamesh?
The interrogative of line 46 is an allusion to the opening words of a narû inscription. Not only does this line refer to an individual who speaks, it also quotes the initial word encountered in a narû inscription (the first person pronoun anāku; cf. ‫י‬ ‫נִ‬ ‫אֲ‬ in Eccl 1:12),40 and associates this speech with royal 37 George (The Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, Vol. 1, 446-447) observes that šarru demarcates lines 29-46. Note that the word is plural in line 29, and it occurs as "kingship" (šarrūtum) in line 45. 38 The wholistic sense of the first prologue is signaled through the word naqbu, which means "deep" but has a secondary sense indicating "totality." See George, The Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, Vol. 1, 444. 39 George, The Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, Vol. 1, 539-540. The translation, however, is mine. 40 Typically, the narû would open with the pronoun (1 c. sg.) followed by the name of the speaking king. Because it appears here in an interrogative statement, however, the pronoun has an enclitic-ma. This is probably due to the hypothetical nature of the quote, where the subject is left indefinite. Yet it may also indicate that in these inscriptions the opening pronoun was appositional. The narû reference in Gilgamesh has often drawn specific comparisons with Qoheleth,41 but from the perspective of the epic's history there are also critical differences with the biblical book. Certainly an important element in narû inscriptions is their didactic purpose, as famous kings would look back upon the lessons they learned in life and often examine their failures. The experience of the king served as an object lesson for future generations, and here one can recognize a basic similarity with the lived experience invoked by Qoheleth. The wisdom extolled by Qoheleth, and gained through his experience, was one of embracing mortality and pursuing the virtues of life.42 Again, this is the same wisdom found in the tavern keeper's speech, but this message did not appeal to the later editors of Gilgamesh. The Composite Epic shifts from carpe diem to questions of what constitutes immortality. This shift is marked by the narû, and focuses the narrative rhetoric on Gilgamesh's role as king. As a literary device, the narû transforms the epic into a type of "third-person autobiography," highlighting the timeless and unique nature of Gilgamesh's experience as king.43 With this new focus on the immortality of kingship, the Mesopotamian epic changes its meaning, it loses interest in contemplating life's basic pleasures, and it adopts a theme that contrasts with that of the Book of Ecclesiastes.
Qoheleth and Kingship
Like the Gilgamesh Epic, in its composite and standard forms, Qoheleth's royal perspective emerges in the book's opening lines. From the start Qoheleth is identified as "the son of David, king in Jerusalem" (Eccl 1:1), and the autobiographical discourse quickly follows in 1:12. The passage goes on to describe Qoheleth's accomplishments as king, principally in 2:4-10, though only to dismiss their value (2:11-13). Kingship is again referenced in subsequent chapters, although this subject is ancillary to the larger topic of Qoheleth's experience and wisdom. Again, in these inscriptions, the king's life becomes the historical index for gauging the past. His deeds and actions correct the failures of those that came before him, and his piety and wisdom surpass all previous kings. This concept of a positive present, juxtaposed with a negative past, forms a motif that plays a critical role in royal inscriptions (primarily of the memorial type),52 and the motif is clearly evident in Qoheleth. The motif occurs in Eccl 1:16, before reappearing in 2:7 and finally in the words of 2:9 where Qoheleth states: "I am greater, and surpassing all prior to me in Jerusalem; indeed, my wisdom stands before me." These statements pair and contrast with the royal persona encountered in 2:12bα,53 where the speaking king asks rhetorically: "For what is the man who comes after the king?" ‫ְך(‬ ‫לֶ‬ ‫ּמֶ‬ ‫הַ‬ ‫י‬ ֵ ‫ר‬ ֲ ‫ח‬ ‫אַ‬ ‫ּיׇבוֹא‬ ֶ ‫ׁש‬ ‫ם‬ ‫ׇ‬ ‫ד‬ ‫אׇ‬ ‫הׇ‬ ‫ה‬ ‫מֶ‬ ‫י‬ ‫.)כִ‬ The ambiguity of 2:12b has led to multiple translations,54 and these renderings usually center on the action signified in the verse's final verb ‫שּוהּו(‬ ‫.)עׇ‬ In some cases, ‫עשה√‬ in 2:12bβ is used to supply the verb that is assumed to be missing in 2:12bα.55 they describe," as she asserts (ibid., 13). They are uniquely retrospective in ways that compare with Qoheleth's royal voice. The king structures his historical time around the present realities of his kingship. conveyed through the words "after the king" ‫ְך(‬ ‫לֶ‬ ‫ּמֶ‬ ‫הַ‬ ‫י‬ ֵ ‫ר‬ ‫חֲ‬ ‫16,)אַ‬ which evokes a transgenerational meaning. 62 The idea of future generations, however, is problematically echoed a few verses later with the last word of Eccl 2:18 ("after me" ‫י[‬ ‫ׇ‬ ‫ר‬ ‫חֲ‬ ‫.)]אַ‬ This verse is part of Qoheleth's contemplation of inheritance and its dilemmas in vv. 19-23, effectively answering v. 12b. The idea these verses convey is not that of a Solomonic persona claiming to be greater than every other king.63 It is rather the notion that kingship as an institution is futile. The king's historical present that is established by the frame-narrator in 1:12 is positively contrasted with the past in 1:16, 2:7 and 2:9. But the perspective shifts to the future in 2:12, as Qoheleth contemplates mortality, the leveling effect of death, and the futility of leaving one's legacy to future generations. The perspective is facilitated by Qoheleth's positive present, but this present only has value so long as one lives to enjoy it.
The temporal perspective in Eccl 2:9-23, as well as 1:12-16, is comparable with the transgenerational aspect of memorial inscriptions, which encompasses The intention, however, is not to claim any part of the immortality that is afforded a king; instead, it is to enjoy the present.
Carpe diem and the Failure of Kingship
It was Grimme's keen observation to draw upon kingship in order to explain the similarities that he first recognized in Qoheleth and Gilgamesh. But these similarities did not result from the diffusion of Mesopotamian culture, nor did they reflect the pessimism of an exiled king living in Babylonian captivity. In fact, the so-called carpe diem parallels that Grimme first noted reveal a paradox in the histories of these two great works. The advice given to the young hero in the early epic conflicts with the message of the Standard Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh, thus it was necessary to remove the tavern keeper's words. Yet this is precisely the reason why similar words are embraced in the post-exilic biblical book. Qoheleth flatly rejects the concepts of memory and immortality that are promoted in the first eleven tablets of the Standard Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh. Instead, Qoheleth drew upon the same sapiential traditions that the Old Babylonian Epic channeled in order to reject the common ideals of kingship that the Standard Babylonian Epic embraced. Indeed, the later epic would hardly agree with sentiments such as "a live dog is better than a dead lion," and yet these words are found in Eccl 9:4-6, which denies the value of functional immortality and prefaces the carpe diem passage in Eccl 9:7-9 that Grimme compared with the OB Gilgamesh tablet.
The paradox is that the redaction of the tavern keeper's speech was part of a process that transformed Gilgamesh's epic into something comparable to Qoheleth. Both the Book of Ecclesiastes and the Standard Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh adapt motifs at the beginning of their works that interact with kingship as a metahistorical category, although both do so for contrasting purposes. The Babylonian epic leaves behind the carpe diem words of the tavern keeper in order to stress Gilgamesh's status as King of Uruk, ultimately asserting a sense of immortality that was exclusive to kings. Conversely, the frame narrator develops a kingly persona in Ecclesiastes 1-2 in order to dismantle the monumental claims of kings and replace it with this same sense of carpe diem, beginning already in Eccl 2:24-26.70 And yet both works, in their efforts either to affirm or deny kingship, adopt similar traditions of royal writing that involve a king speaking from the past. For Gilgamesh it was his narû, while Qoheleth 70 Importantly, the frame narrator provides a context for the so-called carpe diem throughout the Book of Ecclesiastes (2:24-26; 3:12-14, 22; 5:17-19; 8:15; and finally 9:7-10).
deploys motifs taken from Northwest Semitic memorial inscriptions. In each case the allusion to royal inscriptions is crafted into the beginning of the work, resulting in their complicated literary style, whether it is Gilgamesh's thirdperson autobiography or the "concentric voices" of Qoheleth's frame narrative.71
Conclusion
The historical milieu Grimme suggested for Qoheleth is not implausible. The pessimistic words of the royal persona certainly reflect the failure of the Davidic lineage, even though Grimme's Jehoiachin hypothesis should be revised. The dejected king's words are framed in a retrospective style that emulates a memorial inscription, in both its voice and its sense of history. Unlike memorial inscriptions, however, Qoheleth is not trying to establish his legacy by appealing to the timeless institution of kingship.72 For him, such a legacy is meaningless. Instead, Qoheleth uses the motifs of royal inscriptions to reflect upon the failure of kingship. One could say that Qoheleth represents a pastiche of past kings, yet the book's royal perspective is directed by more than just the telescoping of historical figures and events.73 The seemingly transcendent nature of kingship was the object lesson of Qoheleth's discourse, serving ultimately as the vehicle for his contemplation of life and the individual. Writing in Jerusalem during the post-exilic period, his perspective was informed by the rise-and-fall of various empires. Nothing lasts forever, everything changes, and kings come and go, whether they are Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, or Greeks. In particular, however, the demise of the Judahite monarchy was the prime motivation for Qoheleth's use of a Davidic king as the model for his literary persona. While the epic traditions of Gilgamesh could celebrate his kingship, Qoheleth looked upon this institution as broken and futile. The fate of the House of David exemplified this hopelessness, from Solomon to its penultimate king living in exile, Jehoiachin.
